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Latest from the Literature: Tobacco product promotions, e-cigarette use, and vaping 
frequency among adolescents  
By Tony Kuo, MD, MSHS and Noel C. Barragan, MPH, MBA 
 
A recent paper by Fielding-Singh and colleagues1, published in the journal Nicotine and Tobacco 
Research, examined the ever and current (past 30-day) use of tobacco products (cigarette and 
cigar) and nicotine vaping in a sample of adolescents, ages 13-17, who were recruited 
anonymously through a Qualtrics online sample panel. Data from this online panel were used to 
assess the relationship between past-month exposure to tobacco product promotions and product 
use and susceptibility to use, with the researchers conducting a multivariable analysis to control 
for demographic characteristics, harm perceptions, and family and peer influences. The study 
found that most survey participants saw a cigarette (91%) or e-cigarette (80%) promotion in at 
least one media channel during the past 30 days. The researchers concluded that tobacco product 
promotions were ubiquitous and were significantly associated with adolescents’ use of tobacco 
and susceptibility to vape. Peers and family were also found to be key social influences and 
reflected indirect channels of tobacco marketing. Overall, 34% and 20% of the participants were 
ever and current users of tobacco products, respectively.  
 
Fielding-Singh et al.’s study contributes to a growing body of literature that suggests 
unscrupulous marketing to youth by tobacco and e-cigarette industries have fueled the ongoing 
prevalence of tobacco use and an accelerated trajectory of the vaping epidemic in the United 
States (U.S.).2-6 The study meticulously detailed the distribution and intensity of exposure by 
medium – e.g., through movies, retail stores, television, digital/video games, magazines, and 
social media.1 Its results also raised important concerns about the relationship between exposure 
to tobacco product promotions and the level of current tobacco use (frequency – e.g., none, 
moderate, heavy) among adolescents, even though these concerns were not the focus of 
Fielding-Singh et al.’s analysis. This association could reveal how advertisements affect youth 
who engage in experimentation/casual use versus those who may have a more significant 
problem with nicotine addiction. For example, results from the 2017 U.S. Youth Risk Behavior 
Survey (YRBS) suggest that frequent vaping among current users of e-cigarettes – defined as 
using an electronic vapor product more than 20 days out of the last 30 days7 – was associated 
with increased use of screen-based media (adjusted odds ratio=1.12, 95% confidence 
interval=1.06-1.19; analysis sample size=830; this was an unpublished analysis of publicly 
available data). The relationship aligns with the study’s findings, as screen-based media use is 
thought to increase adolescents’ exposure to a broad array of tobacco content commonly 
envisaged in product promotions that specifically target youth.3,5 In the YRBS, use of 
screen-based media is assessed using two questions that asked about the number of hours each 
participant spent watching TV, playing video or computer games, and/or using a computer for 
something that was not school work.  
 
Because the level of tobacco product use can potentially interact with product promotion in 
numerous ways, the impact of industry advertisements on adolescent behavior may be 
qualitatively different along the continuum of dependency, from experimentation to full 
addiction.2,8,9 A sharpened understanding of this interaction and how it may influence the 
outcomes of selected interventions is critical to informing a community’s coordinated approach 
to addressing this public health problem. While health education and policies in tobacco control 
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may be measurably effective for reducing experimentation and/or casual use (i.e., through 
changing attitudes and restricting product access), these interventions may be less relevant to 
adolescents who are battling physical symptoms and psychological distress due to severe 
nicotine or multi-substance addiction (e.g., nicotine with alcohol, marijuana, or dual use of 
traditional cigarette and e-cigarette).2 The latter group needs more intensive counseling and 
cessation treatment. 
 
These finer points related to the level of tobacco product use and exposure to promotions 
represent a focus area that is worthy of further study, especially in the era of coronavirus disease 
2019 (COVID-19). Smoking and vaping among adolescents have been shown to be associated 
with increased COVID-19 diagnosis, triggering fear about the added health and economic 
consequences that both epidemics may be causing in the U.S.10  
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